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Since the beginning of July, the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) has approved two new
loans worth a total of US$67 million to finance anti-poverty programs in Colombia and help offset
the social effects of the government's structural adjustment program. Under outgoing President
Cesar Gaviria, the government launched an aggressive austerity drive to reduce the public sector
work force, laying off nearly 20,000 civil servants in the first years of the administration. Thousands
more lost their jobs through the privatization of state firms. And, in the private sector, many
farmhands and industrial workers were laid off after the government radically lowered import
tariffs and reduced trade barriers, which forced local businesses to either scale down their labor
force to increase efficiency or shut their doors in the face of foreign competition. As a result, open
unemployment now stands at 10% of the economically active population.
Since the mid-1980's, the number of people living below the poverty line has increased by about
one million, with at least half of Colombia's 33 million inhabitants now considered to be either poor,
or "extremely poor.” In response, both President Gaviria and president-elect Ernesto Samper, who
takes office on Aug. 7, have promised to launch broad anti-poverty programs to offset the social
costs of structural adjustment. In fact, Samper campaigned on a promise to declare a virtual "war
on poverty" if elected. Consequently, in early July the government announced two new programs
to provide aid to poor communities, as well as to workers who lost their jobs as a result of economic
restructuring.
On July 5, the IDB approved a US$17 million donation for a pilot program to retrain some 5,000
workers laid off from their jobs in the public and private sectors. The program to be coordinated by
the Colombian Confederation of Nongovernmental Organizations (Confederacion Colombiana de
Organizaciones no Gubernamentales, CCONG) will provide funds to 40 different NGO's to identify
workers laid off as a direct result of structural adjustment, assess the needs of the displaced workers,
and then draw up training programs to help them find new jobs. The IDB aid will come from its new
Multilateral Investment Fund (Fondo Multilateral de Inversiones, FOMIN), which was set up in 1993
specifically to provide assistance to Latin American governments to create social safety nets to lower
income groups affected by structural adjustment.
On July 27, the IDB approved another US$50 million loan for a much broader anti-poverty program
that will provide assistance to poor communities on Colombia's Pacific Coast. The government
will also provide US$21 million in funds for the program, dubbed "Plan Pacifico," and municipal
governments will be expected to chip in contributions when specific projects are approved
under the program. Plan Pacifico will be aimed at building up sanitation, potable water, energy,
transportation, and telecommunications services in 700 targeted Pacific Coast communities. It will
also provide funds to reinforce health and education programs in those areas. Colombia's Pacific
Coast is the poorest section of the country. Infant mortality there is much higher than elsewhere,
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with an estimated 110 deaths for every 1,000 live births. In addition, there is an average of only one
doctor and less than one dentist for every 10,000 inhabitants of the Pacific Coast. In contrast, in the
country's Andean regions, which are the most populated and developed zones of the country, the
ratio is 7.1 doctors and 2.3 dentists for every 10,000 inhabitants.
Both IDB loans form part of the bank's newly-approved mandate to assure that at least 50% of all
IDB projects plus an average of 40% of the total value of loans per year are channelled into antipoverty programs throughout Latin America (see Chronicle 03/17/94). Colombia has traditionally
been one of Latin America's top recipients of IDB funds. In 1993, Colombia received the fourth
highest level of IDB loans and donations after Argentina, Brazil, and Venezuela.
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